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Abstract  
This paper aims to guide researchers in understanding how to strategically position their work within their 

academic fields while driving innovative contributions. In academic research, the ability to identify novelty and 
address research gaps is crucial to advancing knowledge and solving real-world problems. The paper explores the 
distinction between research novelty and research gaps, and presents strategies for recognizing uncharted areas 
of study while pioneering innovative contributions. It is intended to guide early-career researchers, other 
academics and scholars, toward a deeper understanding of how to contribute meaningfully to their fields. By 
examining examples across various disciplines, the paper highlights practical approaches for developing 
groundbreaking research that not only fills existing gaps but also drives future inquiry. 
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Introduction  
Research serves as the cornerstone of academic and societal advancement, enabling scholars to push the 

boundaries of existing knowledge (Klintman et al., 2022; Mahmoudi-Dehaki & Nasr-Esfahani, 2025).  However, 
two critical challenges often confront researchers: identifying the novelty of their work and addressing existing 
gaps in the literature (Baako et al., 2022; Harvey & Berry, 2023). Novelty refers to the introduction of fresh, original 
ideas or perspectives that have not yet been explored. Research gaps, on the other hand, refer to unanswered 
questions in the existing body of knowledge that need to be addressed. Both novelty and gap identification are 
therefore essential for meaningful contributions to any academic field (Trapido, 2015; Grover & Niederman, 2021; 
Veugelers, & Wang, 2019). As a matter of fact, without establishing novelty or filling of research gaps, putative 
academic research is a mere waste of time. 

Despite their importance however, many researchers struggle to distinguish between these concepts and 
effectively integrate them into their research designs. This paper aims to  offer clear definitions and practical 
strategies to help scholars, particularly those at the early stages of their careers, navigate these concepts to 
enhance the quality and relevance of their work. Drawing on examples from different fields, the paper outlines 
some approaches to support researchers in identifying unexplored areas and thereby contributing innovative 
ideas. 

 
Understanding Research Novelty 
Research novelty may be defined as the introduction of original ideas, methods or perspectives that 

significantly advance a given field (Janssen et al., 2015; Sovacool et al., 2018).  Consequently, novelty can be 
achieved by presenting new theoretical frameworks, offering fresh and unique interpretations of existing data or 
developing innovative methodologies. But novelty does not always mean creating something entirely new. It may 
also involve applying established ideas in novel contexts or combining insights from different fields to produce 
hybrid theories. It may easily mean the replication of an existing study focused on Southeast Asia against an African 
background. Furthermore, findings of a study reflective of a Western World (developed world) background may 
still be retested in the emerging world regions (Okeke and Iloh, 2020).   
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Indicators of Research Novelty 
To assess whether a study is novel, researchers should consider the following indicators: 
- New Perspecfve or Approach: Does the research propose a fresh way of looking at a problem or topic? 
- Emerging Areas: Is the research addressing an issue that is just starfng to gain ahenfon? 
- Interdisciplinary Innovafons: Does the study integrate knowledge from different disciplines to create new 

synergies? 
- Challenging Assumpfons: Does the research quesfon exisfng assumpfons or challenge established 

theories? (Fontana et al., 2020; Luo, et al., 2022; Matsumoto et al., 2021; Verhoeven et al., 2016). 
A novel study typically brings a unique contribution that adds value to the existing discourse, setting the stage 

for further exploration. 
 
Understanding Research Gaps 
These are gaps of a discipline or topic where sufficient information is missing or unexplored, leading to 

unanswered questions or unresolved problems (Lim et al., 2022). These gaps can arise from incomplete data, 
outdated methodologies, untested assumptions or overlooked populations. Identifying a research gap involves 
recognizing what is not yet known or fully understood in the literature and addressing that deficiency. 

 
Typology of Research Gaps 
Research gaps may be classified into several types, including the following: 
- Empirical Gaps: Lack of data or empirical studies on a parfcular phenomenon. 
- Theorefcal Gaps: Missing or underdeveloped theories that need further conceptualizafon. 
- Methodological Gaps: Absence of innovafve or appropriate methods to study a specific issue. 
- Populafon Gaps: Underrepresentafon of certain demographic groups in exisfng research. 
- Contextual Gaps: Failure to study an issue within different geographical, cultural or situafonal contexts 

(Bandarian et al., 2021; Lim et al., 2022; Paul & Criado, 2020). 
           Recognizing these gaps helps researchers direct their energies towards the areas where their work can make 
the most significant impact. 

 
Strategies for Identifying Research Novelty and Gaps 
Comprehensive Literature Review 
One of the most effective strategies for identifying research gaps and novelty is a thorough literature review. 

By synthesizing existing studies, researchers can pinpoint areas that are over-researched and those that remain 
underexplored. Key steps include: 

- Systematic Literature Search: Use academic databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar) to 
review articles, conference papers and books relevant to your field. 

- Identifying Conflicting Findings: Look for studies that have produced contradictory results. This often signals 
a research gap that can be addressed with a more refined approach. 

Collaboration and Interdisciplinary Exploration 
Engaging with researchers from other fields can help identify new perspectives and previously overlooked 

areas. Interdisciplinary collaborations allow for: 
- Cross-Pollination of Ideas: Borrowing theories or methodologies from other disciplines can lead to the 

discovery of research gaps that might not be obvious within a specific field. 
- Expanding Research Horizons: Collaborative work can push boundaries by combining insights from different 

fields, thus identifying novel research questions and solutions. 
Attending Conferences and Engaging in Peer Discussions 
Conferences provide opportunities for researchers to present their ongoing research, and receive feedback 

and hear about emerging trends. Indeed, networking with peers and participating in discussions can lead to the 
discovering of emerging trends. Indeed, attending conference sessions on cutting-edge topics often uncovers new 
research areas that are just starting to gain attention. 

Technology-Enhanced Research Tools 
With the advent of digital tools and big data analytics, researchers can now use technology to identify gaps 

and novelty more efficiently: 
- Text Mining and Citation Analysis: Software like VOSviewer and bibliometric tools can analyze large volumes 

of research to identify citation clusters, influential studies, and underrepresented topics. 
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- AI-Driven Literature Reviews: Artificial intelligence (AI) can assist in rapidly reviewing and synthesizing 
literature, highlighting patterns and gaps which might not be instantly visible to humans. 

 
 
Engaging with Societal and Policy Challenges 
Societal challenges and policy needs can often reveal areas that are under-researched or require innovative 

approaches. By focusing on real-world problems, researchers can: 
- Identify Practical Gaps: Societal challenges such as climate change, healthcare disparities or digital 

transformation often require novel research that addresses both academic and practical concerns. 
- Appraise Policy and Practice: Conducting research that appraises policy solutions not only fills gaps in 

academic knowledge but also contributes directly to societal well-being. 
 
Case Studies across Disciplines 
Case Study 1: Novelty in Medical Research 
In medical research, the development of mRNA vaccines for COVID-19 represents a clear example of novelty 

(Forni & Mantovani, 2021; Halma et al., 2023; Rouf et al., 2022; Teo, 2022).  Prior to the pandemic, this technology 
had been explored but not fully tested in human populations for widespread diseases. The novelty lay in the rapid 
application of a nascent technology to respond to a global health crisis, effectively filling a gap in vaccine 
development. 

Case Study 2: Addressing Gaps in Social Science 
In social science, the study of online misinformation represents an area where significant gaps exist. While 

many studies have investigated the ways misinformation circulates, fewer works address how individuals can be 
effectively inoculated against it. Recent contributions that fill this gap by applying psychological inoculation theory 
offer both novel perspectives and practical solutions to combat misinformation (Aïmeur et al., 2023; Lu et al., 
2023; Ma et al., 2023; Olan et al., 2024). 

 
Research Novelty and Research Gap: The Chicken and Egg Problem 
The relationship between research novelty and research gaps can indeed be seen as a “chicken and egg” 

problem (Hallsworth et al., 2023; Naidu et al., 2016). Here’s how: 
 
Figure I: Pictorial Depiction of the Chicken and Egg Problem  

                           
                               Source: Depositphotos (2024) 
 
Here’s how the relationship is akin to a “chicken and egg” position: 
 
Figure 2: Relationship between Research Novelty and Research Gap 
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Source: Author Generated 
 
Research Gap Leading to Novelty: A research gap is often identified as a missing piece in the extant knowledge, 

such as an unanswered question, unexplored area or a methodological void. When a researcher identifies and 
addresses this gap, it leads to novel insights, approaches or findings (something “new”) that enrSiches the field of 
study. In this view, the gap comes first, and its exploration or filling creates novelty. 

Novelty Leading to Research Gap: Sometimes, research begins with a novel idea or a fresh perspective without 
a clear or well-defined gap. When such novel research is conducted, it often exposes new questions or areas of 
study that were previously overlooked. This novel approach reveals gaps in understanding or limitations in prior 
research, leading to additional gaps that others can further explore. 

          In academic research therefore, it’s challenging to definitively say which one should “come first.” Novelty 
can reveal gaps, and gaps inspire novelty, creating a continuous cycle where each drives the other (much like the 
classic chicken and egg paradox). The early career researcher or the graduate-student needs to focus only on 
either of the research process imperatives. Focus on the chicken or concentrate on the egg. The researcher  will 
still arrive at a valuable destination. You would then achieve research novelty, fill research gaps and pioneer 
innovative contributions in your research 

 
Conclusion  
Identifying research novelty and research gaps is an essential skill for advancing academic fields and addressing 

real-world challenges. By employing comprehensive literature reviews, fostering interdisciplinary collaborations, 
leveraging technology, and engaging with societal issues, researchers can pinpoint unexplored areas and 
contribute novel ideas. As the global research landscape becomes increasingly interconnected, the ability to 
discern and address these opportunities will be key to shaping the future of scholarly contributions. 
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